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Argentina's legislative elections, scheduled for Oct. 14, could be a serious reversal for President
Fernando de la Rua and his Alianza coalition. De la Rua, elected in December 1999, has been unable
to fulfill his campaign promises as the country has sunk deeper into economic recession, now in its
fourth year.
Unemployment is above 17% and more than 40% of the 37 million people in the country now live
below the poverty line, compared with 17% in 1994. The percentage of people whose minimum
daily calorie requirements are not met rose from 9.9% in May 2000 to 14% in May 2001. Given that
panorama, a group of economists at the Universidad de Buenos Aires recently said the principal
goal of the nation's economic policies must be the survival of the population. They cited the need for
a development model with greater equity, social inclusion, and better distribution of income.
As the political process seems unable to solve people's problems, analysts say many may choose to
stay home or turn in a blank ballot in the upcoming elections. All 72 Senate seats are at stake in the
balloting, as are 129 seats in the Chamber of Deputies. Provincial legislatures and municipal councils
will also be elected.
The Montoneros, a former guerrilla organization that is trying to become a political party, called on
Argentines to show their discontent on election day by not voting. "In condemnation of the political
class, which only looks to defend the neoliberal model, the people should express their opinion by
not voting or leaving the ballot blank," said Guillermo Martinez Aguero, head of the Montoneros.
The Montoneros, a principal urban guerrilla group in Argentina in the 1970s, will not run candidates
in the October elections because it has not yet gathered the necessary signatures to qualify as a
political party. Recent polls have shown that between 15% and 20% of eligible voters intend either
not to vote or to leave the ballot blank. The political process has not escaped the nation's austerity
measures.
On Sept. 14, de la Rua signed a decree to reduce from US$3 to US$1 the support to political parties
for each vote obtained in an election. Political parties that ran in the 1999 elections on their own
will receive that amount. Parties that ran as part of coalitions will receive the proportion that
corresponds to the number of members their party had at the time the coalition was formed. Alianza
appears to be disintegrating De la Rua was elected as the candidate for the Alianza coalition, which
included his Union Civica Radical (UCR) and the Frente del Pais Solidario (FREPASO).
The Alianza has largely disintegrated following the resignation last October of then Vice President
Carlos "Chacho" Alvarez, the head of FREPASO. Alvarez left his post because of differences with de
la Rua about how to fight corruption in the government (see NotiSur, 2000-10-13). Although Alvarez
resigned, he and FREPASO maintained formal ties with the administration, despite their increasing
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criticisms of economic policies. When de la Rua named Domingo Cavallo as Economy Minister last
March (see NotiSur, 2001-03- 23), discontent within FREPASO and sectors of the UCR increased. De
la Rua now heads a minority faction within his own party, with the majority calling for Cavallo to go.
Since Alvarez left the administration, other FREPASO members have also left to protest the
successive economic- adjustment packages introduced in an effort to solve the nation's economic
problems. The last package called for a 13% reduction in the salaries and pensions of government
workers and a pledge to operate the government under a "zero deficit" restriction (see NotiSur,
2001-07-20). Also hurting the administration in the upcoming elections is the lack of candidates from
de la Rua's wing of the UCR.
Most UCR candidates are aligned with former President Raul Alfonsin (1983-1989), an outspoken
critic of administration economic policies, especially since Cavallo became economy minister.
Alfonsin is running for a Senate seat in the province of Buenos Aires. Against Alfonsin, the
opposition Partido Justicialista- peronista (PJ) is running former vice president and former governor
of Buenos Aires Eduardo Duhalde, who leads the polls at this point.
On Sept. 7, Alfonsin rejected de la Rua's charge that there is a conspiracy against the administration,
and he said he was willing to work for the president's re-election in 2003. "No one is more interested
than I am in this government's success, no one wants more than I do for de la Rua to finish his term
and have another, if that's what the people want," he said. Nevertheless, Alfonsin has spoken out
strongly against administration policies, saying that neoliberalism produces tremendous distortions
and imbalances.
In an interview published in the Sept. 9 Sunday supplement of the Spanish newspaper El Pais,
Alfonsin said the present government should not receive all the blame for the present crisis, it must
be shared by all those unwilling to make a national commitment to counteract the negative effects of
globalization. Alfonsin said globalization produces desperation and anguish in those who are out of
work and misery even for those who have jobs. "The final imposition of North American hegemony
in the world could be something dreadful," he said.
Downplaying the importance of the October elections, de la Rua said on Sept. 11 that the elections
were not a referendum on the administration. "I am not a candidate," he said. "The government
is not a candidate. This is only a legislative election," he said. "So we are just happy that there
are elections. Democracy is in place and the people will elect their candidates." But analysts say
a serious defeat for the Alianza could force de la Rua to create a "national unity government" to
ensure governability until his term ends in 2003.
In early September, de la Rua said calls for him to bring other voices into his administration "would
be like cutting the government in pieces." He said the suggestion that he name PJ leaders to high
positions in his administration was "incomprehensible." Former vice president backs new political
group The Alianza seemed closer to total disintegration on Sept. 4 when Alvarez confirmed that
he was supporting a new center-left group. Deputy Elisa Carrio, a UCR dissident, is heading the
new group, the Alternativa para una Republica de Iguales (ARI). Carrio, head of the legislative
committee that investigates money laundering, has support from many members of FREPASO and
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some important UCR members. Recent polls show Carrio has become the most popular political
figure in Argentina.
On Sept. 3, Carrio said, "Alvarez is a man who has made mistakes and I have been one of
his strongest critics, but he is an absolutely honest man who has thought seriously about the
country...and he is now helping us." Carrio said that the "crisis of Argentina's political, economic,
social, and cultural model is terminal." She added that the crisis "is manifest in Argentina, but it has
regional reach, it touches all of Latin America."

Protests continue
Meanwhile, demonstrations of public opposition to government policies continue. On Sept. 7 and 8,
protesters blocked roads from the border with Bolivia to Tierra del Fuego to protest the unpopular
austerity drive as the International Monetary Fund (IMF) executive board met to approve US$8
billion in new aid (see NotiSur, 2001-08-31). Argentine civil servants also called a 24-hour national
strike against the unpopular cutbacks.
On Sept. 10, de la Rua said that every day he thinks about the people "who are looking for work and
who need a state with greater resources to respond to their needs." De la Rua made his remarks
as hundreds of people participating in the Marcha del los Pobres y los Excluidos arrived in Buenos
Aires from Jujuy, one of the most depressed areas in Argentina. The march was led by Jesus
Olmedo, a Catholic priest and brother of Pedro Olmedo, bishop of Humahuaca, who said that in
some areas of Jujuy employment stands at 43%. De la Rua met with Fr. Olmedo who told him the
situation in Jujuy was "desperate and explosive."

-- End --
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